National Storytelling Center
Jonesborough, TN

Abstract
My intention with this project was to design a
building within a historic town to be part of the
existing built fabric. This was not meant to be
accomplished by designing a building that looked
historic, but by ﬁnding how the existing building
fabric worked as a whole and how each of the
parts work together to create that whole. Every
building on the America’s main street is unique
in it’s own way but all have a common form and
structure. My contention is that the common
form of the street-front facade and store shops
on the ﬁrst level is not an arbitrary form, but one
which is a “natural” form to ﬁt the way we once
built towns. The scope of this projects is meant
to ﬁt within the building’s particular site, but the
ideas behind the project could be extented to all
urban architecture. My basic contention is that
architecture can be created through observation
and transformation of the mundane, that every
piece of architecture does not need to be a
monument, but can simply be a part of the town.
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Storytelling
As long as we have had spoken language,
we have had stories. Stories have allowed us to
leave our bodies in the present and venture anywhere, anytime to view the world of our creation.
Stories are a way to share the experiences of life
with each other. They simply are a fundamental
part of humanity.
Every culture in the world shares the same
types of stories. We all have a story of creation,
a story of death, a story to explain all of the phenomena of nature and culture. We have sought to
explain the world; and in the act of doing so, we
have created an accumulated web of natural and
cultural experience. This web is built of each of
our individual experiences, and where the strands
cross is where one experience is shared with another. When viewed from afar, it is evident that
each culture’s web shares the same structure. And
within this web we can see the ﬁnite boundaries
of our world and the constants of humanity and of
nature. But even though we have these boundaries and constants, there is room for inﬁnite richness and diversity within them.
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Jonesborough, TN
SITE

Jonesborough was founded in 1779 by
the general assembly of North Carolina as one
of the the ﬁrst settlements beyond the Appalachian Mountains as part of the state’s attempt
at westward expansion. In 1784 there was an
attempt to create a new state of Franklin with
Jonesborugh as it’s capital. The state of Franklin soon failed but Jonesborough continued to
grow, and by 1833 it had a popultation of about
500 inhabitants; a complete town with “eleven
lawyers, four physicians, two clergymen, two
churches, two academies, four schools, one
printing oﬃce, four carpenters, three cabinet
makers, two blacksmiths, four taverns, two
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hatters, four tailors, four shoemakers, one silversmith, two wagon makers, and one mill.” The
town later experienced a boom in the 1840’s when
many of the federal style buildings on Main Street
were built (seen on the left-hand side of the below
photo). The town continued on with a quiet
existence, until recently with the inception of the
National Storytelling Festival.
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National Storytelling Festival
The National Storytelling Festival occurs
annually on the ﬁrst weekend of October. Hundreds of people attend to hear a few dozen storytellers from across the world tell their stories:
tragedies, comedies, traditional stories, stories
about ordinary people and events.
There are two types of days in the life of
the International Storytelling Center. Between
June 1 and October 30, the Center hosts weekly
storytellers-in-residence who tell their stories
twice a day, once in the afternoon and once in
the evening. The Center also houses the administrative oﬃces where the annual National
Storytelling Festival is planned and organized.

During the festival, large circus-type tents are set
up throughout the town and the streets of Jonesborough are open to pedestrians only.
The National Storytelling Festival was
started in 1973 by a high school journalism teacher named Jimmy Neil Smith and his students. The
Festival has grown increasingly since it was ﬁrst
started, sparking a renaissance in storytelling. It
is now considered to be one of the best festivals in
North America.
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Existing Architecture
When I was younger, I would often joke
with my friends that we Americans had no culture. It was easy to explain then; America was
a young country, we were still trying to ﬁgure
things out, and get used to our surroundings.
But, I gradually began to realize that this assumption was absolutely absurd. We are surrounded by our culture in the setting that we
have constructed and in our daily lives, unaware
that it is “culture”. The question is: What would
make us think that we didn’t have culture? I
believe the answer simply is that we were all
watching the television, seeing things that happened in other places and culture that existed
somewhere else. We forgot that that we have it
here too.

4

How does this apply to architecture
education? Like when I was younger, many of
us believe that we don’t have any architecture.
We believe that there is mundane building and
then somewhere far oﬀ, like Europe, there is
Architecture. When we look at the architecture
magazines, the buildings are always ﬂashy, expensive, and somewhere far far away. Frankly,
I feel this is also absurd. Architecture has been
sitting quietly all around us while we have been
looking oﬀ across the Atlantic. My intention
is to discover and strengthen our culture and
architecture rather than neglect and forget it.

BLACK: Independent Buildings

RED: Storefront Facades

Along the Main Streets of thousands of towns and cities across
the United States is one common building type. The street-face facade
building is ubiquitous to American urbanism. The basic conﬁguration
of the this type consists of a facade, usually made of masonry or wood,
with a long shed or gable roof behind. This type of building is almost
always next to others like it and if it isn’t, often looks quite awkward.
The only exception to the street-face facade is reserved for buildings
of civic importance, like churches and courthouses.

The facade plays many roles in the
function of the street. The facades, when on
both sides of the street, act as boundaries creating a distinct space for the street. This eﬀect
is very similar to the eﬀect of a tree lined road.
These boundaries make the street and the city
distinct from the landscape. The facade is
also divided between the ground ﬂoor, which
is almost always for commercial use, and the
upper ﬂoors which are used for private oﬃces
and residences. The ground ﬂoor level of the
facade is used for display windows. These
display windows act as a small stage, without
live actors. When you view a store window,
you often imagine yourself wearing or owning
what is displayed. Sometimes, you are compelled to purchase those items.

Three Functions of
the storefront facade

sunlight
AUGMENTER

inward/outward
FACER

space
MAKER
adapted from: Dunay, Donna. Town
Architecture: Blacksburg.
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Contemporary Influences
The Hertzberger Method

site
structure

ARCHITECTURE

program
This is a diagram of Hermann Hertzberger’s design process.
He approached design by overlaying the requirements and
parts, and then adjusted them until they ﬁt. I used a similar
process, but instead of the structure being a network of grids,
I used the precedent of the street faced facade building.
(Hertzberger 132)
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Herman Hertzberger and Robert Venturi are two
very diﬀerent architects. Hertzberger’s work tends to be introverted; concerned mostly with itself and the ideas which
generated it. Venturi’s work is extroverted; referring to its
place and context. Though these architects are standing
back to back, looking in opposite directions, I have drawn
from both.
In Hertzberger’s Lesson’s for Student’s in Architecture, he mentioned an idea which was very formative in my
thesis. He mentioned the description of structuralism by
Noam Chomsky. Chomsky has described structuralism in
two basic parts. First, you have competence, a noun, which
is a form’s ability to accept the adaptation of it’s space to
diﬀerent functions. Second, you have performance, a verb,
which is the way which the space provided was interpreted
within it’s context. Essentially, competence is the space
holder and performance is what ﬁlls the space. This structure can be used to describe many phenomena in the world,
from storytelling to architecture. In architecture, Hertzberger made the competence a regular network of structural
frames. Within these frames, Hertzberger created spaces
that were designed to ﬁt in with the patterns of human social
interaction. He paid close attention to the way people react
to public/private transitions, the way children learn; overall
he was as much as a sociologist as an architect.
Hertzberger, as I said above, is an introverted architect. Where he talked about Alberti’s statement of the
“city being a small building and the building being a small
city”, it seems very much that he thought about the idealization of the city as a grid and not in the way in which people
move through out the city. On many of his building sites, it
seemed that he mostly disregarded the fact that other structures exist near or once existed on his building site. Cities

The Vredenburg Music Center, (Hertzberger 81)

have intricacies that go beyond the grid. One example that I
can quote from experience is the Vredenberg Music Center
in Utrecht, Netherlands. As I walked by the building, not
knowing it was designed by Hertzberger I had the feeling
that I was walking past the back of a building, when it was
actually the front. Unfortunately, the magic of a building by
Hertzberger is in the inside where you can experience his
spaces. I never went in his building after I had walked by it
at least a dozen times, not being enticed to enter. However,
Hertzberger knew what the end of architecture is; that is
inhabitation. Within his grid, he made places for people to
inhabit, for happenings. His grids were simply a framework
for structure and organization.
So, what did I learn from Hertzberger? I took the

The Allen Art Museum, (Sanmartin 91)

concepts of structuralism, or competence and performance
and instead of using a grid as competence; I used the precedent of the storefront façade. I used the latent structure of the
pre-existing built environment, and within that structure made
a building that was not meant to replicate the historic buildings. I visibly used both old and new materials, like brick and
reinforced concrete to make spaces that were not possible with
just the older materials and building structures. I adapted the
old form to new materials. I suspect that if the original builders of Jonesborough had reinforced concrete and structural
steel, they would have done something similar.
Robert Venturi has written some great books, and
the ideas which he has discussed in them go far beyond what
I have approached in my thesis. His writing will certainly be
something which will bring me years of further study. The
ideas that I have addressed in my project are only scratching
the surface of what he has oﬀered.

Robert Venturi’s work tends to be extroverted. He
begins his ideas with observations of the existing built environment, not the abstraction of the city grid like Hertzberger. In the opening of Complexity and Contradiction
in Architecture, he writes about inclusiveness. You can see
in his writing Learning from Las Vegas that he is open to
the notion that building and architecture are not separate
entities. He criticizes works of modern architecture in
general as an oversimpliﬁcation of the issues that architecture must address. This oversimpliﬁcation allowed modern architects to be “highly selective in determining which
problems they want to solve” (24 Venturi). Modern architects, “in their role as reformers, … puritanically advocated
the separation and exclusion of elements, rather than the
inclusion of various requirements and their juxtapositions”
(23 Venturi). Venturi believes “in inclusive rather than an
exclusive kind of architecture there is room for fragment,
for contradiction, for improvisation, and for the tensions
that these produce” (Venturi 24).
Where was the complexity and contradiction in
my work? That is the question that will take me years
to develop through experience and continued reading.
Though in Venturi’s work, I also found inspiration, of a
very practical sort. Venturi’s Allen Art Museum created
a very simple and elegant solution to putting an addition
to a historic building. The original Allen Art Museum,
a “symmetrical Renaissance pavilion” designed by Cass
Gilbert could not have been respectably or economically
copied. Venturi’s solution was “accomplished not through
imitation but through the careful matching of materials – buﬀ colored brick, red sandstone, and pink granite,
which were used to produce a pattern and scale in contrast
with yet analogous to the old building”(86 Sanmartin).
I believe that much of modern architecture is obsessed with image and abstraction, and excludes much of
the past and the existing built environment. Architecture
should not be separated from building; we need to know
what the factors which lead to the creation of all types of
building. The distinction that has been given between architecture and building is basically the diﬀerence between
the spectacular and the mundane. It is wrong to exclude

the mundane parts of the built environment.
My intention with my thesis is not to create a
monument to storytelling. It is simply to learn from the
existing built environment. In an analogy, my building can
be likened to a tree in a forest, where each tree is unique
due to it’s location and environment, but it shares with all
the other trees, the same genetic material. That genetic
material is simply the idea of the street face façade. I
intend simply to create a setting; a stage where the actors
and spectators are participating in an unintentional drama.

“The Little Street”, Jan Vermeer, (Hertel 135)
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The building is not to be seen as a part
seperate from the rest of the town, rather it is
to be seen as an extension of the street. During
the National Storytelling Festival, the life of the
festival is on the street and the building should
draw people into it. Also, the building should
participate in the activities of the street, so the
front facade is to act as a physical stage.
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Investigate the Building
as an Urban Experience
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Overveiw of Concepts and Objectives
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Investigate Urban Continuity
The building is to continue the patterns
of the existing built environment. In addition,
the building is to maintain the historic character
of Jonesborough. This will be accomplished by
maintaining a common scale with the surrounding buildings, using a common materials on the
building’s facade and by reusing existing architectural ideas, not forms.
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Program

restrooms
elevator
lobby
275 person theater

gift shop
conference room
oﬃces
ticket booth
weekly teller housing

GROUND FLOOR

SECOND FLOOR
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Parti Development

This was one of the ﬁrst sketches that I made.
It was made when I was reading Hertzberger’s “Lessons for Students in Architecture”.
Inspired by his column grids, I started
thinking of laying down a regular pattern of
columns and then having nonload-bearing
walls below to frame spaces. This was also
the beginning of the idea of having a facade
that ﬂoated above the street-level, to allow
people to be on the street and in the building
simultaneously; allowing the street to continue into the buiding.
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This sketch was the ﬁrst to address
the multiple components of the building that
I intended to include in the design. The components were: facades, visual “streets” which
paralleled the actually street, a path that
switchbacked throught the terraced ﬂoor
plan, and a strip of skylights that ran perpendicular to the street which would widen to
become light chimneys at opportune places.

The building is sited in a transition between a row of buildings on the east
which form a facade and an Chester Inn on
the west which is an independent building
and does not have a ﬂat-faced facade. Buildings which have a rectangular front facade
feel very awkward when they stand by
themselves. I decided to push the western
part of my building back to taper out the facade and to keep the east side of the Chester
Inn visible to the street.

In this sketch, I was illustrating some
of the main parts of the building and stating the questions that each should be asking. The building is divided into 3 parts; the
entrance, interior street, and indoor theater.
The theater has a very diﬀerent form than the
rest of the building so how can I design it to
be part of the building? How will the interior
street be used other than just a circulation
space and how will it connect the spaces of
the building? How will the entrance serve as
a stage and how will it work with the surrounding buildings? These were the questions that I needed to answer.

This model was a three dimentional
aggregation of all the ideas of the previous
sketches. However, this model is mostly
an assemblage of parts. The bottom is the
street-face facade structure. The top is the
main theater. The middle-left is a temporary tent structure. And the middle right is
some sort of suture to glue it all togther. The
model need quite a bit of reﬁning.

The ﬁnal sketch model began to reﬁne things a bit more. The tent site
was moved behind the building and I came up with a concept for the theater. The
theater is attached to the facade structure with an umbilicus hallway. The theater
itself has radial seating and on the back corners there are tower structures which are
used primarily for circulation. One of the towers intercepts the facade structure and
houses the elevator and lobby for the theater.
The ﬂoor plan also began to make progress with the multiple circulation
paths being a main feature. The ﬂoor plan did have a few problems that were later
solved. The ﬁrst front elevation was a bit stark, but was also improved in later versions.
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The Facade and the Street
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Assembled Space
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